








In	 this	paper,	 I	will	 propose	 the	notion	of	 “ecological	 immunity”	as	a	useful	
conceptual	tool	for	thinking	about	the	Anthropocene.	The	term	refers	to	a	basic	
condition	of	all	life:	in	order	to	flourish,	an	organism	must	insulate	itself	from	
its	 environment	and	maintain	a	 stable	 interior	 space	which	 can	 support	 the	
organism’s	 vital	 functions,	 immunizing	 it	 against	 the	 dangerous	 flux	 of	 its	
ecological	environment.	The	history	of	the	human	species	can	be	written	as	a	
process	 by	 which	 this	 internal	 environment	 is	 progressively	 explicated	 and	




the	 challenge	 becomes	 the	maintenance	 of	 the	 biosphere	 as	 a	 whole,	 now	
understood	as	the	last	immunitary	container.	Kim	Stanley	Robinson’s	science	
fiction	novel	2312,	I	argue,	can	be	read	as	an	extended	allegory	of	the	problem	



































precariousness.	The	sun	gives	 life,	and	 it	also	kills.	 It	 is	at	once	utterly	alien	and	strangely	
intimate,	to	the	point	where	the	sounds	of	one’s	own	body	seem	to	emanate	from	it	–	a	sense	














attempt	 to	 conceptualize	 ethical	 duties	 not	 to	 this	 or	 that	 individual	 creature,	 human	 or	
animal,	but	rather	to	the	land	itself.	Leopold	encapsulated	his	land	ethic	in	the	famous	maxim	

















disorderly,	yet	 the	stability	of	 the	system	proves	 it	 to	be	a	highly	organized	
structure.	Its	functioning	depends	on	the	co-operation	and	competition	of	its	
















his	 readers	to	take	a	more	humble	view	of	 themselves.	The	 land	community,	he	suggests,	
should	be	imagined	much	like	classical	liberal	thought	conceives	of	civil	society:	a	complex,	





ethic	 changes	 the	 role	 of	Homo	 sapiens	 from	 conqueror	 of	 the	 land-community	 to	 plain	
member	and	citizen	of	it.	It	implies	respect	for	his	fellow-members,	and	also	respect	for	the	








to	 an	 emancipatory,	 egalitarian	 vocabulary,	 and	 assumes	 unambiguously	 positive	
connotations.		
	
However,	 such	 arguments	 all	 too	 easily	 lose	 sight	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 what	 Leopold	 so	




standpoint).	 From	 the	 standpoint	 of	 scientific	 ecology,	 to	 be	 a	member	 of	 the	 ecological	
community	means,	first	and	foremost,	to	be	prey	and	to	be	preyed	upon,	to	have	to	compete	
for	 food	with	 other	 species,	 and	 to	 be	 exposed	 to	 the	 risks	 of	 starvation	 and	 disease.	 If	
























of	community:	 the	 two	terms	 imply	each	other	and	are	mutually	constitutive.	As	Esposito	
points	out,	both	terms	are	derived	from	the	Latin	root	munus,	denoting	a	duty,	a	debt	or	a	
burden,	and	specifically	the	obligations	arising	from	gift-giving.	To	belong	to	a	community	is	
thus	 to	be	cum	munus:	 under	 the	burden	of	 an	obligation.	When	we	 speak	of	 communal	













to	 uncover	 and	 reconstruct	 the	 conceptual	 logic	 of	 what	 Michel	 Foucault	 described	 as	










sought	 to	articulate	 the	ecological	 implications	of	his	 theory	of	 immunity.	However,	 it	has	
become	 increasingly	 apparent	 that	 many	 of	 the	 emancipatory	 gains	 of	 modernity	 which	
Esposito	 tabulates	 under	 the	 heading	 of	 immunization	were	 in	 fact	 inseparable	 from	 the	




subsequent	expansion	of	 individual	 liberties	 (and	of	 strategies	 for	hedging	and	harnessing	














pyramid,	and	became	able	 to	construct	material	and	symbolic	 spaces	 in	which	human	 life	






biospheric	 commons	 which	 now	 threatens	 to	 undo	 all	 of	 these	 accomplishments.	
Industrialized	 agriculture	 and	 modern	 medicine	 led	 to	 a	 fourfold	 increase	 in	 the	 world’s	
human	population	over	the	course	of	less	than	a	century,	even	as	the	combination	of	market	
capitalism	and	 liberal	democracy	prevalent	 in	 the	most	 resource-intensive	societies	of	 the	
planet	has	made	it	nearly	impossible	to	imagine	restrictions	on	freedom	of	movement	and	
consumption,	ecologically	necessary	though	they	may	be.	All	across	the	planet,	ecosystems	
are	 degraded	 and	 pushed	 to	 the	 limits	 of	 their	 carrying	 capacity.	 Perhaps	 most	
consequentially,	 the	 burning	 of	 fossil	 fuels	 is	 destroying	 the	 very	 immunitary	mechanism	




is	a	sequel	of	 sorts	 to	Robinson’s	best-known	work,	 the	Mars	 trilogy	 (1993-1996).	 It	 is	 set	
further	in	the	future	these	novels	had	outlined,	shares	many	of	their	thematic	concerns,	and	
also	 resembles	 them	 in	 its	 painstakingly	 detailed	 description	 of	 a	 scientifically	 and	
sociologically	plausible	future	society.	With	regard	to	 its	 literary	form,	however,	 it	 is	much	
more	adventurous,	“strategically	redeploying,”	as	Ursula	Heise	writes,	“narrative	techniques	
that	first	emerged	in	high-modernist	urban	novels	of	the	early	twentieth	century”	(19).	The	
bulk	 of	 the	 novel	 consists	 of	 straightforwardly	 narrative	 passages,	 told	 in	 a	 third	 person	
omniscient	narrative	voice	and	focalized	through	a	small	cast	of	central	characters.	However,	
these	 passages	 are	 regularly	 interspersed	 with	 sections	 billed	 as	 “extracts,”	 “lists,”	 and	
“quantum	walks.”	The	“extracts”	present	 text	 fragments	 from	an	 imaginary	 future	 library,	
often	 accounts	 analyzing	 the	world	of	2312	 in	 historical	 retrospective,	 but	 also	 geological	
treatises,	terraforming	manuals	(describing,	in	the	manner	of	a	cook	book,	how	to	prepare	an	
asteroid	for	human	inhabitation)	or	medical	studies.	The	“lists”	are	just	that	–	animals	(451-
452),	 place	names	 (20-21;	403-404),	 technologies	of	 the	 self	 (62-63),	 types	of	 ecosystems	
(236-237)	or	psychological	dispositions	(207-208),	reasons	why	we	need	not	care	for	others	
(372-373)	–	often	challenging	the	reader	to	generate	a	paradigm	that	could	encompass	all	the	



















know	 it	 today:	 they	 have	 replaced	 capitalism	 with	 a	 sort	 of	 post-scarcity	 cybernetic	
communism,	where	goods	are	distributed	according	to	needs	by	artificial	 intelligence,	and	




the	much	more	 conspicuous	 (and	 voluntarily	 adopted)	 phenotypical	 differences	 between	
“smalls”	and	“talls.”	Perhaps	most	radically,	the	spacers	have	developed	longevity	treatments	
which	allow	people	to	 live	 for	almost	 two	centuries	 (and	counting).	Taken	together,	 these	
achievements	indicate	that	the	spacers	have	advanced	far	towards	the	goal	of	escaping	the	
“human	condition”	as	Hannah	Arendt	defined	 it	 in	her	book	of	 the	same	title,	exchanging	
“human	existence	as	 it	has	been	given,	a	 free	gift	 from	nowhere	[...],”	 for	something	they	




The	 life	 of	 the	 spacers	 stands	 in	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	 situation	 on	 an	 Earth	 wrecked	 by	









not	 been	 able	 to	 unravel	 the	 reasons	 for	 “Earth’s	 continuing	 clutch	 on	 space-dwelling	









“Prologue.”	 This	 theme	 will	 be	 reiterated	 throughout	 the	 novel,	 most	 importantly	 when	
Terminator,	the	settlement	on	Mercury,	along	with	its	entire	population,	is	wiped	out	by	a	



























all	 strewn	 with	 clear	 seeds,	 which	 from	 any	 distance	 were	 visible	 as	 their	
contents,	 […]	 thousands	 of	 flying	 wolves,	 bears,	 reindeer,	 mountain	 lions.	
There	 she	 saw	a	 fox	pair;	 a	 clutch	of	 rabbits;	 a	bobcat	or	 lynx;	 a	bundle	of	














































Just	as	Leopold	 in	“The	Land	Ethic”	had	relied	on	 the	 liberal	vocabulary	of	citizenship	and	






both	 the	 necessary	 condition	 of	 all	 life	 and	 a	 “privilege”	 –	 a	 gift	which	 bestows	 a	 shared	





of	 community	 in	 the	 novel.	 She	 accepts	 the	 risks	 that	 come	 from	 hosting	 strangers	 with	
reckless	 abandon,	 continually	 transgressing	 limits	 and	 expanding	 the	 boundaries	 of	 the	
common.	In	the	course	of	the	novel,	we	learn	that	she	has	not	only	embedded	a	quantum	
computer	named	Pauline	 inside	her	head,	but	also	bits	of	 genetically	modified	bird	brain,	
pieces	 of	 the	 brains	 of	 several	 former	 lovers,	 as	 well	 cat	 DNA.	 To	 top	 it	 all,	 she	 has	
ceremonially	ingested	a	“suite”	of	alien	microbes	from	the	moon	Enceladus,	which	are	now	
lodged	in	her	intestines—to	what	effect	remains	unknown	at	the	start	of	the	novel	(it	later	






























is	 indeed	 far	 from	 uncontroversial,	 because	 the	 restoration	 of	 ecological	 community	 also	
entails	the	violent	reintegration	of	humans	into	the	food	chain:	
	
[They]	were	 hearing	more	 often	 from	 reports	worldwide	 that	 people	were	
finding	the	reappearance	of	animals	in	their	world	hard	to	handle.	[…]	People	
were	unused	to	being	potential	prey	for	big	predators	lurking	right	at	the	edge	









Furthermore,	Swan’s	oration	to	the	Russian	farmers	 is	 focalized	through	her	 lover	and	co-
conspirator	Fitz	Wahram.	The	novel	sets	up	Wahram	as	Swan’s	symbolic	counterpart.	She	is	
born	on	Mercury,	he	on	one	of	Saturn’s	moons,	and	the	differences	between	their	respective	
personalities	 bear	 out	 all	 the	 relevant	 astrological	 clichés.	 Swan	 is	 high-tempered,	 quick-
witted,	 and	 impulsive,	 Wahram	 calm,	 serious,	 and	 self-possessed.	 If	 Swan	 embodies	 the	
impulse	 to	 expand	 community,	 Wahram	 stands	 for	 the	 countervailing	 drive	 to	 shore	 up	
immunitary	defenses.	Whereas	Swan	always	seeks	out	the	new	and	the	dangerous,	heedless	
of	 the	 consequences,	 Wahram	 is	 terrified	 by	 novelty	 and	 keenly	 aware	 of	 the	 need	 for	
protective	envelopes.	So	 it	cannot	really	come	as	a	surprise	that	Wahram,	as	he	 listens	to	































Thus	 does	 the	 novel’s	 conclusion	 dramatize	 the	 synthesis	 of	 immunity	 and	 community,	
sublating	 the	 conflicting	 principles	 in	 a	 unity	 of	 opposites.	 Surely,	 the	 real	 biopolitical	
challenges	 of	 the	 Anthropocene	 cannot	 be	 resolved	 with	 such	 allegorical	 neatness.	
Nevertheless,	I	would	argue	that	2312	provides	us	with	a	conceptual	map	that	may	put	us	in	
a	 better	 position	 to	 tackle	 them.	 Much	 of	 traditional	 environmentalist	 thinking	 revolves	
around	a	critique	of	 the	forms	of	ecological	 immunization	that	are	constitutive	of	modern	
society.	Like	Aldo	Leopold,	it	argues	for	the	need	to	tear	down	the	walls	that	separate	humans	





immortality;	 hiking	 in	 bear	 country	 to	 reconnect	 with	 ecological	 realities	 only	 becomes	
attractive	once	you	are	able	to	rely	on	modern	medicine	and	spend	much	of	your	time	in	air-
conditioned	 rooms.	 Ultimately,	 these	 are	 ritualized	 ways	 of	 reminding	 ourselves	 of	
dependencies	 from	which	humans	have	always	 struggled	 to	emancipate	 themselves.	Such	
















immunitary	 mechanisms	 which	 define	 human	 communities	 so	 that	 they	 can	 begin	 to	
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